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Linking Response Strategies adopted by Construction Firms during the 
2007 Economic Recession to Porter’s Generic Strategies 
The time period bridging the years 2007 to 2012 will be remembered as one characterised by dramatic changes 
in the Irish and UK construction industries. Construction companies witnessed unprecedented changes in the 
environment, namely the coincidence of a sharp economic downturn, the significant decline of public works, a 
reduction in lending, increased competition, and structural changes in the marketplace. Nevertheless, little has 
been documented on what response strategies construction companies adopt as a result of an economic 
recession. Based on four exploratory case studies, a taxonomy framework of the response strategies adopted by 
Irish and UK construction companies during the 2007 economic recession was developed relative to Porter’s 
generic strategies of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus. Porter’s model is a well known theoretical 
framework among business strategists and industrial economists worldwide. The analysis provides strong 
support for the adoption of cost leadership strategies as a means to surviving the 2007 economic recession. The 
case studies further suggest that cost control initiatives are one of the most important attributes in companies’ 
responses to the 2007 recession. The findings provide valuable assistance for construction contractors in 
developing effective strategies and thus reducing business failures during recessionary periods. 
Keywords: case study, generic competitive strategies, recession, response strategies, strategic management 
Introduction 
Within the domain of strategic management, a thorough understanding of competitive 
behaviour and survival during recessions is essential for both practitioners and scholars in 
construction. Over the past two decades, literature on strategic management in construction 
has increased (Cheah and Garvin, 2004), along with extensive empirical studies carried out 
by many researchers (Lansley and Quince, 1981; Lansley, 1983, 1987; Hillibrandt et al., 
1995; Chinowsky and Meredith, 2000; Cheah et al., 2007; Tan et al., 2012). 
In today’s highly competitive and turbulent environment, a firm’s competitive behaviour is 
an important topic within all industries. Porter’s (1980, 1985) generic competitive strategies 
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model of, cost leadership, differentiation, and focus, offers an explanation of a firm’s 
behaviour and is a widely accepted typology of strategic options for firms. Since the work of 
Betts and Ofori (1992; 1993) there has been a serious lack of comprehensive reviews of 
Porter’s typology in the construction industry. Furthermore, little empirical research has 
identified the strategic practices associated with each of Porter’s (1980) generic strategies. In 
order to address this research gap, the primary objectives of the study are: (1) to investigate 
the response strategies adopted by Irish and UK construction companies during the 2007 
economic recession; (2) to classify the response strategies according to Porter’s (1980) 
generic strategies of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus; (3) to explore whether firms 
adopt a single generic strategy, or a combination of generic strategies, during times of 
recession; and (4) to investigate what caused certain response strategies to emerge. 
Notwithstanding the importance of the strategy – performance relationship, firm performance 
is outside the scope of the study. 
Response strategies have become an important method of dealing with dynamic and turbulent 
environments. According to Ye et al. (2010), a response strategy is used for dealing with the 
challenges of environmental changes, while Lansley (1987) describe them as rapid and 
creative responses which necessitate the development of new linkages with the environment. 
During recessions, companies are forced to restructure, and to move quickly to reduce 
employment, costs, and debt, in order to ensure their survival (Tansey et al., 2013). King and 
Cushman (1997) assert that firms undertake unusual steps in order to protect their assets from 
continued decline in an economic recession. Furthermore, the focus of senior management 
within construction should be to identify and adopt various response strategies in order to 
survive turbulent environments. 
Recessions occur during the “down” or contraction phase of the business cycle and according 
to Claessens et al. (2009), they begin just after the economy reaches a peak of activity and 
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end as the economy reaches its trough. Both the Irish and UK construction industries have 
seen a dramatic change since the onslaught of the global economic recession in 2007. In 
Ireland, construction output peaked in 2006 at €38.6 billion and declined for six consecutive 
years to a reach a trough in 2012, estimated at €7.5 billion (DKM Economic Consultants, 
2012). In the UK, construction output peaked in 2008 at £128.6 billion and then contracted 
during 2009. During 2010 and 2011 construction output increased, but 2012 saw a double 
dip, with construction output decreasing back to £115.5 billion (Office of National Statistics, 
UK Government, 2013). The recent economic recession has resulted in some serious 
casualties, with large Irish contractors such as Pierse Contracting and McNamara in addition 
to large UK contractors like ROK and Connaught plc all failing. 
Initially, the research is placed against the vast array of existing strategic management 
literature. Porter’s generic strategy typology is then reviewed and critiqued in relation to a 
number of industries, with particular emphasis on its importance in construction. The next 
section critiques previous empirical studies on response strategies, followed by an 
explanation of the research method. Four pilot case studies are then analysed and discussed in 
detail, with the final section entailing conclusions and recommendations for further research.
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Review of Literature 
Theoretical Background 
Over the last few decades the general landscape of strategic management theories has 
evolved and developed in complexity. As a result, the field of strategic management is 
extremely fragmented, with a general lack of consensus concerning the underlying theoretical 
assumptions (Volberda and Elfring, 2001). Most of the theories are broadly centred on the 
fundamental question of ‘how firms achieve and sustain competitive advantage’. 
According to Teece et al. (1997), many strategic management theories cluster around just a 
few loosely structured frameworks or paradigms. Numerous classification attempts have been 
made to try and relate the diversity of theories to associated schools of thought within the 
strategic management domain. In this regard, authors such as Rouleau and Sequin (1995), 
Mintzberg (1990), and Whittington (2001) have all made valuable contributions. Among 
these classifications, Whittington’s (2001) framework is found to be useful in 
comprehensively classifying the literature on strategic management for three reasons: (1) the 
framework is insightful and well structured; (2) it provides a simplified knowledge-based 
taxonomy; and (3) the diversity of theories are easily distinguishable and are classified 
according to four main schools of thought; classical, processual, evolutionary and systemic 
(see Table 1).  Whittington proposed that the four schools of thought differ across two 
dimensions, or axes. The first axis relates to outcomes of strategy, with profit-maximising at 
one extreme and multiple or plural priorities at the other. The second axis revolves around 
strategy processes, with strategies determined by a deliberate process of planning at one end, 
while at the other end, strategies emerge as events unfold. 
Accordingly, based on Whittington’s (2001) framework, some of the more prominent works 
are outlined as follows: the classical school includes the work of Bain’s (1956) structure-
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conduct-performance (SCP) paradigm, Ansoff (1965) and Porter’s (1980, 1985) competitive 
forces approach; while the systemic school consists of Granovetter’s (1985) social network 
theory, and the work of Whitley (1999); the processual school includes the work of Pettigrew 
(1973, 1985), the resource-based view (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991), and the core 
competence view (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994); while the evolutionary school draws on the 
work of Henderson’s (1989) principle of competitive exclusion, Hannan and Freeman’s 
(1988) organisational selection processes, and to some degree the more recent theory of 
dynamic capabilities (Teece et al., 1997). Despite all the research conducted in the field of 
strategic management, several authors acknowledge problems in agreeing on a definite 
classification of schools of thought (Green et al., 2008; Volberda and Elfring, 2001). While a 
full review of this broader literature is outside the scope of the study, it is nevertheless 
important to rehearse some of the main strategic management theories.  
Pertaining to the classical school of strategy, the SCP paradigm of traditional industrial 
organisation (IO) economics has served as a foundation for many theorists. According to 
Mason (1939), the basic premise of the SCP paradigm is that the economic performance of an 
industry is a function of the conduct of buyers and sellers which, in turn, is a function of the 
industry’s structure. However, the role of firm strategy has been largely ignored in the 
traditional IO empirical literature, with the main focus being that industry structure, 
particularly entry and mobility barriers, determines potential performance. This was evident 
from a study conducted by Bain (1951) on the US manufacturing industry (1936-1940), who 
found support for the structure – performance relationship. It was this criticism and missing 
aspect of SCP that led to Porter’s (1980, 1985) work on competitiveness and strategy. 
Porter’s (1980) five forces model helps firms find a position in an industry from which it can 
take defensive or offensive actions against the pressure exerted by these five competitive 
forces. Resonating from this, Porter suggests certain strategies that firm’s should pursue in 
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order to combat the competitive forces and to achieve higher profitability, known collectively 
as the model of generic competitive strategies (Porter, 1980). 
Situated within the processual school, are the well known resource-based view (e.g 
Wernefelt, 1984; Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991) and Hamel and Prahalad’s (1994) theory of core 
competence. These efficiency-based theories emerged as a reaction to the dominance of the 
‘exogeneity’ approaches within IO theories. Both approaches entail analysing the internal 
mechanisms of the firm with attention focused on firm-level resources and capabilities, rather 
than Porter’s (1980, 1985) externally based analysis. Utilising these perspectives, De Hann et 
al. (2002) found empirical evidence that construction firms show consistent patterns of 
market strategy and core capability, built on internal strengths and well-chosen paths. 
The evolutionary school is based on the foundation that deliberate planning is ineffective 
since the external environment is constantly changing. Key to this pillar of thinking is the 
more recent theory of dynamic capabilities (Teece et al., 1997). The dynamic capabilities 
approach is an extension of the resource-based view and the theory of core competence, and 
attempts to achieve new forms of competitive advantage. Accordingly, Teece et al. (1997) 
acknowledges that a firm’s competitive advantage should stem from its ability to reconfigure 
its internal and external competences to address rapidly changing environments. Green et al. 
(2008) offered empirical support for the dynamic capabilities approach through an 
exploratory case study. The case study found strong support on the importance of path 
dependency in shaping strategic choice with strategies being more often emergent rather than 
pre-planned. 
Notwithstanding the importance and applicability of the theories discussed previously, the 
scope of this study centres on Porter’s (1980, 1985) generic competitive strategies. Like all 
typologies, this model has certain limitations, but given that Porter’s generic strategies can 
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encompass both the supply-side (strategic advantage) and the demand-side (strategic target) 
of competitiveness, its use is warranted. 
Porter’s Generic Competitive Strategies 
Porter’s (1980, 1985) generic typology has been one of the most influential strategic 
management concepts, and it has been the basis for much strategy research across a diverse 
range of industries, including: manufacturing (Dess and Davis, 1984; Spanos et al., 2004); 
retailing (Hawes and Crittenden, 1984); banking (Wright and Parsinia, 1988); wine industry 
(Richardson and Dennis, 2003); hospital services (Kumar et al., 1997; Hunt, 2000); and the 
construction industry (Betts and Ofori, 1992, 1993; Budayan et al., 2013). The findings of 
these studies provided empirical support for the validity of Porter’s generic competitive 
strategies model consisting of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus. The popularity of 
the models approach to analysing the firm’s competitive behaviour can be attributed to its 
well defined structure, feasibility, clarity, simplicity, generality, and complementary role 
(Ormanidhi and Stringa, 2008). Porter’s (1980, 1985) framework describing these three 
generic competitive strategies is depicted in figure 1 and consists of two dimensions, namely, 
strategic advantage or mode of competition, and strategic target or scope of competition. 
Mode of competition consists of cost leadership and differentiation strategies, and refers to a 
firm’s decision on the method of developing competitive advantage. Scope of competition 
consists of focus strategies, and refers to a firm’s decision on the breadth of its operations 
(Kale and Arditi, 2002). Porter (1980) argued that the specific actions required to execute 
each generic strategy vary extensively from industry to industry, as do the feasible generic 
strategies in a particular industry. 
Porter (1980) asserts that the cost leadership approach requires a vigorous pursuit of cost 
reductions, tight cost and overhead control, and cost minimisation in areas such as; research 
and development (R&D), sales force, service, and advertising. This strategy focuses on 
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outperforming competitors through efficiency rather than product quality or service (Green et 
al., 1993), though quality, service and other areas according to Porter (1980) cannot be 
ignored. Through empirical research in the US manufacturing industry, Dess and Davis 
(1984) identified various cost leadership practices or strategies such as cost reductions in: 
operating efficiency, product and quality control, and the procurement of raw materials. The 
differentiation approach according to Porter (1980), is concerned with differentiating the 
product or service offering of the company, by creating something that is perceived as being 
unique, thus permitting the firm to command higher than average prices. As a result, the 
primary strategic purpose of differentiation is to be unique on one or several business 
dimensions, which usually requires investment, rather than cost minimisations which are 
associated with a cost leadership strategy (Parker and Helms, 1992). In their study of large 
Chinese construction firms, Cheah et al. (2007), found that differentiation strategies such as: 
reputation, high quality projects, advanced technology, guanxi resources, and project 
financing, were adopted across the case firms. The third generic strategy, focus, is about 
concentrating on a particular client, segment of the market, or geographic market. Porter 
(1980) acknowledged that the focus strategy is built around serving a particular target very 
well. Within its target market, the firm seeks to meet the needs of the customer better, 
resulting in cost leadership through marketing or operating efficiencies, or differentiation 
from better service (Green et al., 1993). In the US, Allen and Helms (2006) found empirical 
support for focus-differentiation strategies, including providing speciality products and 
services, and producing products or services for high price market segments. 
Porter (1980) argues that in order to prevent dilution of the chosen strategies, the firm must 
make a choice between one of the generic strategies (pure strategies) and thus avoid being 
“stuck in the middle”, as is shown centrally in figure 1. It should be noted that Porter has not 
always been consistent on this judgement: 
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“...at the broadest level we can identify three internally consistent generic strategies (which 
can be used singly or in combination) for creating such a defendable position in the long run 
and outperforming competitors in the industry” (Porter, 1980, p.34). 
Furthermore, empirical research has shown that a combination of generic strategies (hybrid 
strategies) may be the best way of achieving competitive advantage (Karnani, 1984; Hill, 
1988; Miller, 1992), even in declining industries (Parker and Helms, 1992), hostile 
environments (Hall, 1980), and also for declining firms (Thietart, 1988). Moreover, in both 
the screw machine products (Wright et al., 1991) and apparel industries (Wright et al., 1990), 
firms who combined low-cost and differentiation strategies were found to achieve higher 
financial performance. 
The literature on Porter’s work has not been exempt from criticism, with tension created from 
lively debates in the strategic management literature. Among the important criticisms, those 
related to the models conceptual limitations are most relevant to the central issues of this 
study. Kotha and Vadlamani (1995) are especially critical of Porter’s (1980) typology of 
generic strategies, indicating that more fine-grained strategies are required to capture the 
intended strategies of firms in the increased complex environment. Through empirical testing 
they found that Mintzberg’s (1988) typology of six generic strategies outperformed Porter’s 
(1980) typology in terms of conceptual clarity and descriptive power. Utilising a 
‘hypothetico-deductivism’ tradition, Miller and Dess (1993) also criticise Porter’s (1980) 
typology. Using Weick’s (1979) three criteria of simplicity, accuracy, and generalisability, 
they argue that Porter’s (1980) model does not provide a completely accurate portrayal of 
strategy-performance relationships or of the ability of combining strategic advantages. They 
also find that the strategies are more contingent than generic, thus limiting the generalisability 
of the model. Murray (1988) further contends that the generic strategy concept is confusing, 
and that it does not explain how any of the generic strategies should be implemented. They 
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argue that limitation to a single generic strategy does a disservice to practicing managers. 
Using a contingency approach, they demonstrated that there is no reason why firms should 
limit themselves to a single generic strategy. Similar views are shared in the   construction 
management literature where Porter's work has also come under criticism. Fellows (1993) 
argued that Porter’s (1980, 1985) three generic strategies hinged on supply-side analysis and 
described it as being too narrow. Despite all the criticisms and proposed refinements 
associated with Porter’s (1980, 1985) generic model, its widespread use in the construction 
domain is still prominent (e.g Budayan et al., 2013; Murphy, 2013). 
Betts and Ofori (1993) counter-argued Fellows (1993) implicit notion, asserting that the 
generic strategies emerge from viewing a combination of source of strategic advantage 
(supply) and the strategic target (demand). Using an empirical research approach, Kale and 
Arditi (2002) explored the concept of competitive positioning in the US construction industry 
using two major dimensions of Porter’s (1980, 1985) generic typology – mode and scope of 
competition. They concluded that companies who adopt a hybrid mode of competition 
outperform their rivals, leading to the premise that a firms performance is significantly 
related to the strategic choices they make, via mode of competition. In the UK, Jennings and 
Betts (1996) empirically tested private quantity surveying (PQS) firms by applying Porter’s 
(1985) generic strategy model. They found that Porter’s generic strategies were generally 
useful for use by PQS practices in strategy formulation, but overall, some refinement was 
required. By amalgamating the work of Porter (1985) and Maister (1986) with the empirical 
results, they proposed a two-dimensional model of competitive strategy consisting of – level 
of service and client base. 
Porter’s (1980, 1985) generic strategies model have clear applications for many types of 
firms and in many competitive contexts, however, only a limited number of studies have used 
this model for classifying or grouping strategies during times of economic turbulence. The 
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typology was used for the classification of strategies by Tan et al. (2012), and Li and Ling 
(2012) in the construction sector, by Hawes and Crittenden (1984) in the retailing industry, 
and by Dess and Davis (1984), and Parker and Helms (1992) in the manufacturing industry. 
In construction, Li and Ling (2012), empirically assessed the critical strategies adopted by 
Chinese architectural, engineering, and construction firms in turbulent economic times and 
classified them according to Porter’s model, Sun Tzu’s Art of War, and the networking 
approach. In relation to Porter’s model, the results indicated that Chinese firms adopted a 
combination of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus strategies, thereby achieving 
competitive advantage. 
Response Strategies during Recessions 
Numerous authors assert that a firm’s strategy involves a planned set of actions aimed at 
responding to its variable business environment (Griffs, 1971; Mayo, 1992; Skitmore and 
Pemberton, 1994). Price and Chahal (2006) see strategy as something which is required when 
planning change, whether it is crisis driven or choice driven. Crisis driven change is caused 
by external events such as recessions, and as such, drive companies to make decisions and to 
adopt certain response strategies in order to ensure their survival. In the context of turbulent 
and uncertain environments, response strategies allow companies to effectively manage the 
emergent, unexpected and exogenous disturbances (Aaltonen and Sivonen, 2009; Ye et al., 
2010).  
As we reported previously (Tansey et al., 2013), only 11 studies have been conducted on the 
response strategies adopted by construction companies in responding to economic recessions. 
Of the 11 studies, eight were specifically empirical studies of construction contractors, and 
are classified according to country of study, as follows: 
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 In the US, research carried out by Wong and Logcher (1986) highlighted the 
strategies that construction contractors adopt in both good and bad times, i.e. in a 
cyclical environment, while also examining their associated performance.  
 In China, research conducted by Li and Ling (2012) assessed the critical strategies 
adopted by architectural, engineering, and construction (AEC) firms in turbulent 
economic times and explored their effect on the firms profitability.  
 In the UK, research conducted by Lansley and Quince (1981) examined the strategic 
responses of a cross-section of UK building companies in the mid 1970s recession and 
its affect on the company performance. Studies carried out by Hillebrandt et al. (1995) 
involved the examination of the behaviour and strategies of 18 large UK construction 
contractors during late 1993 and early 1994.  
 In Singapore, research conducted by Lim et al. (2010), found that a total of 33 
response actions were taken by contractors to endure the eight-year recession (1997-
2005). Research by Low and Lim (2000) also examined the survival strategies of 
Singapore contractors, but this was restricted to the period 1997-1998. Another study 
by the Singapore Contractors Association Ltd (SCAL) in The Contractor (1998), 
conducted a survey of its members to gauge their business sentiments as well as the 
measures that they may take over the financial crisis. 
 In Hong Kong, research carried out by Tan et al. (2012) assessed the competitive 
strategies adopted by construction contractors during turbulent times and outlined 
their effects on performance and its relation to the competition environment.  
 
Each of the eight empirical studies above was critically reviewed in order to identify the most 
frequently adopted response strategies. A total of 84 responses strategies were initially 
identified with the list being reduced to 31 response strategies that were common in at least 
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two or more of the eight studies. Using the theoretical model shown in figure 2, as a guiding 
template, an appropriate classification system, or taxonomy was constructed (see Table 2). In 
table 2, the 31 response strategies were classified according to: country of study; a specific 
strategic theme; and to Porter’s (1980) three generic strategies of cost leadership, 
differentiation, and focus.  
The theoretical model shown in figure 2 was developed from a literature review which we 
conducted previously (Tansey et al., 2013). The literature review involved the investigation 
of key empirical strategic management studies that examined strategies adopted by firms. The 
review found that the empirical studies tended to group the strategies under various 
categories or themes, such as marketing or financial etc. A total of eight strategic themes 
were identified from the empirical studies, with marketing being the most frequently used 
theme and tendering/contracts being the least frequently used. The eight strategic themes 
portrayed in figure 2 consist of; marketing, financial, human resources (HR)/personnel, 
technology/innovation, operational/project management (PM), procurement, restructuring, 
and tendering/contracts. The theoretical model was further developed to incorporate Porter’s 
(1980, 1985) generic strategies of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus, thereby 
permitting each response strategy to be classified according to both themes and theories.  
From an examination of the data in table 2, of the three generic strategies, differentiation 
strategies were found to be the most frequently used across the eight studies. The top 
differentiation strategies adopted are:  
 increase/improve marketing and advertising (Marketing); 
 investing in R&D/new technologies (Technology/Innovation); 
 improve/increase services/products offered (Technology/Innovation). 
 improving relationships with stakeholders (Marketing); 
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 innovative project management methods (Technology/Innovation); 
 speed up project delivery (operational/project management) 
 
In relation to cost leadership strategies, it contained the highest number of response 
strategies, accounting for 13 of the 31 response strategies listed. The most common ones 
adopted relate to HR/personnel strategies, and consist of: up-skilling/retraining staff, 
freezing/cutting salaries of employees, and freezing/cutting bonuses. The most common focus 
strategies were found to relate to operational/PM (focus on core skills/capabilities), marketing 
(entry into new construction markets, diversify into other construction businesses, venturing 
into overseas markets), and tendering/contract (joint venture on contracts). 
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Research Method 
The research method adopted in the study consists of pilot case studies, two from each of the 
Irish and UK construction industries. The two Irish case studies entail one small sized and 
one medium sized construction contractor, while the two UK case studies involve one large 
contractor and one client/developer. Given that the pilot case studies form part of an on-going 
PhD study, the selection of the cases was broadly based on a criterion sampling strategy 
relating to firm size (number of employees) and annual turnover, which according to Miles 
and Huberman (1994), is useful for quality assurance. Similar studies identified in the 
literature, such as Lansley and Quince (1981) and Lim et al. (2010), selected small, medium, 
and large contractors relative to firm turnover. There is no accepted classification system of 
what constitutes a small, medium, or large firm (Murphy, 2013; Price et al., 2003). However, 
for the purposes of this research, the classifications contained within the European 
Commission’s new SME definition (European Commission, 2005), have been adopted as 
follows: small (<50 employees, ≤ €10 million), medium (<250 employees, ≤ €50 million ), 
and large (>250 employees, > €50 million ). The pilot case studies will form part of an on-
going PhD study which aims to investigate the response strategies of Irish and UK 
construction contractors to the economic downturn 2007 – 2012. 
The exploratory case study approach adopted in the study aims to investigate how such 
construction companies are responding to the global economic recession 2007 – 2012, and 
what impact the recession is having on their businesses. The case study research approach 
was chosen for four main reasons. Firstly, the case study method provides in-depth 
investigation of particular instances of phenomenon (Fellows and Liu, 2008). Secondly, 
according to Yin (1994), the case study approach is most suitable for the ‘how’ and ‘why’ 
types of research questions. Thirdly, in investigating complex situations, such as in 
construction, the case study approach has been shown to be reliable in capturing rich 
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information (Sutrisna and Barrett, 2007). The fourth reason is that several construction 
management studies in the strategic management field have successfully utilised ‘case 
studies’ as a means of collecting data, such as De Haan et al. (2002), Price (2003), Green et 
al. (2008), Zhao et al. (2009), Cheah et al. (2007), and Hastheetham and Hadikusumo (2011).  
In order to acquire a deep understanding of how construction companies are responding to the 
economic recession, semi-structured interviews were deemed the most appropriate 
mechanism for collecting data. Interviews are particularly useful where the investigation is 
exploratory in nature (King, 1994). Semi-structured interviews, according to Fellows and Liu 
(2008), fill the spectrum between the two extremes of structured and unstructured interviews 
and involve a list of topic areas on which the respondent’s views are recorded. The main 
criterion for the interviews was that the interviewees held an executive or senior position 
within the company. This ensured that those being interviewed were knowledgeable about 
construction business and experienced in the practice of strategic management. This concurs 
with similar studies in the strategic construction management field, such as Murphy (2013), 
and Lim et al. (2010) where only executive or senior personnel were deemed useful for 
interviewing. 
Prior to the interviews, participants taking part in the study were sent an interview protocol 
sheet one week prior to the interview. This allowed the participant’s time to reflect on the 
recession which started some five years ago, and on the resulting changes that the company 
made. A similar procedure was adopted by Price (2003) in their study of the strategy process 
of large UK construction companies. The interview protocol sheet consisted of three main 
sections, including; general company information, strategic management practices, and 
response strategies to the economic recession 2007 – 2012. Regarding the section on response 
strategies, the eight strategic themes represented in figure 2, were used to lead the interviews.  
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Each interview was recorded (with the participants permission), and lasted between 60 and 
120 minutes. Each interview was transcribed in full, with transcripts returned to participants 
in order to confirm accuracy. This approach ensured the construct validity of the case study 
(Yin, 2014). Transcripts, along with case notes, including audio files and company 
documents, were uploaded into Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software 
(CAQDAS). The theoretical model described earlier (see figure 2) was used as the basis for 
the coding structure. This resulted in a broad coding structure, similar to the framework 
proposed by Saldana (2013), and consisted of three main levels: codes (response strategies); 
themes (eight strategic themes); and theories (Porter's (1980) three generic strategies). This 
top-down or theory driven approach was used for the thematic coding of the transcripts. 
Process coding was used to identify specific response strategies adopted during the recent 
economic recession. Process coding, according to Corbin and Strauss (2008), is used for 
those that search for 'ongoing action' in response to situations or problems. A total of 57 
response strategies (codes) were identified from the coding process. In table 3, the 57 
response strategies were classified according to: case, a specific strategic theme, and to 
Porter’s (1980) three generic strategies of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus. 
In describing the following four case studies, attention is paid firstly to a brief company 
overview. This is followed by an analysis of the response strategies adopted by the 
companies during the 2007 economic recession, relative to Porter’s (1980) three generic 
strategies of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus.  
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Case Company UK1 – Client/Developer 
Overview 
Company UK1 is a leading residential developer who specialises in retirement villages for 
the elderly. The developer is involved in the entire development process from site acquisition, 
through planning, to the construction and long-term management of the development. The 
company CEO has been involved in this sector since the 1980s and formed this particular 
company in 2005, operating mainly in the southeast of England. The firm currently has an 
annual turnover of approximately £15 million and employs around five direct staff. 
Response Strategies 
The company adopted a total of 28 response strategies during the 2007 economic recession, 
including: 14 cost leadership strategies; 10 differentiation strategies; and 4 focus based 
strategies (see Table 3).   
Cost leadership 
During the recession period, the firm implemented numerous cost cutting and cost 
minimisation initiatives, mostly pertaining to HR/personnel and financial strategies. 
Response strategies such as; freezing salaries, cutting bonuses, employing staff on a project 
by project basis, training staff for ways to reduce costs, and increasing staff working hours 
were implemented across the company. Financially, the firm had to make amendments both 
internally within the company and externally with regard to financial institutions.    
Internally, the company implemented stricter financial management, while externally, the 
firm had to renegotiate its loan arrangements and acquire overdraft facilities to improve its 
day to day cash flow. The company also adopted restructuring strategies and changed some 
of its activities in face of the turbulent environment encountered. The firm seized some 
strategic land opportunities and increased its asset base by purchasing land. Other 
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restructuring activities came about from major changes in funding and the difficulties in 
sourcing loans for projects. Loan to value ratios (LTV) went down from 80% to 60% during 
the recession period. As a result, the firm has had to restructure to bridge the equity gap by 
reconfiguring its assets. 
Differentiation 
Most of the differentiation strategies adopted by the firm during the recession relate to 
marketing. The company has differentiated itself from its competitors by building on its 
marketing capabilities. In particular, the firm put huge emphasis on its task environment by 
improving its reputation and relationships with customers, professional consultants, creditors, 
and contractors. Accordingly, they have built up long-term relationships and formed strategic 
alliances with insurance companies, professional consultants, and building contractors. Other 
marketing strategies that the company has adopted include, using specific strategic tools and 
techniques, such as SWOT analysis and competitor analysis. In relation to competitor 
analysis, the firm employs consultants to carry out such exercises. The analysis conforms 
mainly to a strategic group of 4 or 5 key competitors, where their strategies are closely 
anticipated and monitored. Currently, most of their competitors lie in a state of stagnation, 
mainly due to the lack of credit available in the marketplace. The firm has also had to be 
innovative in terms of its services and in its offering of financial packages. The firm has 
reduced its entry costs for its customers by re-configuring its product model in terms of resale 
fees, assignment fees, management charges and trade equity amounts.  
Focus 
With regard to the marketing strategies adopted in the past few years the company has made 
some astute moves and has diversified into a particular niche within the residential sector, 
where it has focused on the development of retirement villages. This has resulted in an 
increase in the firm’s market share over the recession period and overall has proven 
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successful for the firm with selling prices increasing between 8% and 15% per year. In 
response to the recession, the firm has also had to joint venture with a capital investment 
company in order secure funding and spread the development risk. This joint venture came 
about through the reputational assets built up by the company’s chief executive since the 
1980s. 
Case Company UK2 – Large Contractor 
Overview 
Company UK2 is a large privately owned national Civil engineering firm which was founded 
in the late 1950s. Since its establishment, the firm has evolved and diversified into a range of 
market sectors, including; water, rail, utilities, infrastructure, energy, civil engineering, new 
buildings, and refurbishment, with a main focus on water, rail, and energy. The firm operates 
in both England and Scotland, and has built its business around long-term frameworks. In the 
past two decades the company has increased its annual turnover from £35 million in the early 
1990s to a current value of approximately £230 million. The number of direct staff employed 
has rose to almost 2300 employees.  
Response Strategies 
The firm adopted a total of 38 response strategies during the 2007 economic recession, 
including: 20 cost leadership strategies; 11 differentiation strategies; and 7 focus based 
strategies (see Table 3). 
Cost leadership 
HR/personnel strategies proved to be the most significant type of cost cutting response 
strategy adopted by the company during the recession. Response strategies such as up-
skilling and retraining of staff, has increased vastly during this period, with every employee 
having an associated training plan. The company has further reduced costs by freezing 
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salaries for six months, delaying pay rises for one year, cutting bonuses back to 2007 levels, 
and cutting overtime. The firm has also put a significant emphasis on training staff for ways 
to reduce costs, mainly through the provision of commercial awareness courses and by 
establishing a high level commercial review team. Furthermore, this has enabled the company 
to implement stricter financial management procedures across the business. Other important 
financial strategies adopted include, renegotiating loan arrangements, extending overdraft 
facilities, and agreeing new financing arrangement with clients. With some of its key clients, 
the company has fortunately negotiated a reduction in payment terms from 60 to 30 days, 
thereby improving its working capital requirements. Restructuring also formed part of its 
cost-cutting measures during the recession with the closing of a regional office in the western 
area due the lack of work. 
Differentiation 
Leading up to the 2007 recession, the firm had no real business plan on what it wanted to 
achieve and where it wanted to be. Moreover, a lot of the company information was withheld 
by a small number of senior people, particularly the financial information. During 2008 and 
2009, through the appointment of a new CEO, the company saw the need for major strategic 
change within the business. This strategic change requirement was met through the 
implementation of a new five year business plan (2010-2015) which enabled the firm to 
differentiate itself from its competitors on numerous platforms. The company greatly 
improved the sharing of information internally with its staff, through management 
conferences and toolbox talks. The firm also increased its emphasis on R&D and new 
technologies through the appointment of a new innovation manager. New innovations, such 
as, a mobile recycling unit, was developed in order to improve waste management practices 
across the business. During the recession period the firm also concentrated on improving its 
marketing capabilities. With most of their key client’s concerned with public image, the firm 
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has worked very hard on improving its public relations and corporate image, and has changed 
the company brand image as a result. 
Focus 
Throughout the recession period the firm has focused a great deal on marketing and 
tendering/contract strategies. It has set itself targets by reducing its dependency on water to 
about 60% of its turnover by 2015, and by increasing turnover growth in the rail and energy 
sectors. In order to get a foothold into new markets and for increasing market share in 
existing markets, the firm has employed sector experts and consultants who know the ins and 
outs of the sectors and the associated regulators. In the past few years the company has 
focused to a great extent on long-term frameworks and has built its new five year business 
plan around this. As a result, they have bolstered relationships with clients and have reduced 
the company’s dependency on competitive tendering. In order to meet strategic objectives set, 
the firm has undertaken larger contracts to the value of £500 million, but in order to spread 
the risk, they have had to joint venture with close competitors on such projects. 
Case Company IRE1 – Medium Sized Contractor 
Overview 
Company IRE1 is medium sized privately owned general contracting firm which was 
founded in the mid 1930s. Up until the 1990s, the firm was predominately involved with 
building works. Since then, the firm has expanded into a range of market sectors, including; 
pharmaceutical, utilities, energy, oil and gas, civil engineering, new buildings and 
refurbishment. The firm operates mainly in the Republic of Ireland, has an annual turnover of 
approximately €17 million, and employs around 50 direct staff. 
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Response Strategies 
The company adopted a total of 37 response strategies during the 2007 economic recession, 
including: 22 cost leadership strategies; 9 differentiation strategies; and 6 focus based 
strategies (see Table 3). 
Cost leadership 
In 2007, the firm appointed one of its senior staff members to financial director, mainly to 
improve its overall financial capabilities, but critically to implement stricter financial 
management across the business. Using its financial capabilities, the company has also 
increased its tangible asset base by acquiring property while prices were at rock bottom. In 
2008 the firm took radical cost-cutting measures, particularly in relation to HR/personnel 
strategies, whereby salaries, bonuses, overtime, and staff perks were all cut. In order to 
improve coordination and communication between head-office and site, working hours were 
matched up, resulting in increased staff working hours for the same salary. The company has 
also upskilled its staff mainly in relation to health and safety, while also training its staff in 
efficient waste management practices in order to reduce costs across sites. Due to the serious 
reduction in both public and private works, the firm has had to significantly lower its tender 
prices since the start of the recession, by some 30%, in order to secure work. The company is 
also currently working on two projects where they are operating below cost. These high risk 
strategies are to ensure that the firm gets on the prequalification list for more work with such 
clients, with a view to maintaining cash flow and eventually making a profit. 
Differentiation 
Since the start of the 2007 recession the firm has differentiated itself from its competitors by 
increasing its efforts on certain marketing strategies. The firm has worked hard on its 
reputation and on improving relationships with existing clients. In order to improve their 
relationship with one client in particular, in 2008, the firm agreed to complete a four month 
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project, once a year, for a four year period for the client in the UK. The company also 
acknowledges that public relations and a good corporate image are vital to their business. As 
a result, the firm did something different by adopting a totally new brand image and 
portraying it across all its company transport and plant. Across all their sites, the company 
also put a great deal of prominence in keeping the front of house presentable and consistent 
for clients and the public. During the recession period the company has been financially 
innovative in its offering of financial packages to clients. In order to get some projects off the 
ground, per se, the firm has invested some capital in the project where the client was having 
difficulty in securing finance. These investments were made possible because of the financial 
reserves the firm has and due to the fact that the company has limited debt. 
Focus 
Over the past few years the firm has focused a great deal on marketing and tendering/contract 
strategies. In order to survive the economic turmoil, the company has had to focus both on 
larger and smaller contracts, which they would have not previously undertaken. From 2007 
onwards, smaller works became a very important part of their business, even taking on 
contracts worth as low as €1200. Using its financial reserves, the company diversified into 
civil engineering works and wind farms where it increased its tangible asset base by buying 
new plant. This gave the company more control over certain operations also saved them 
hiring in subcontracting plant hire companies for projects. In order to undertake some of the 
larger contracts and minimise exposure to risk, the firm has had to joint venture and form 
strategic alliances with other companies. 
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Case Company IRE2 – Small Sized Contractor 
Overview 
Company IRE2 is a small sized privately owned civil engineering and plant hire company 
which was established in the mid 1970s. The firm operates predominately in the west of 
Ireland, working as both main contractor and subcontractor to large contracting firms. The 
firm has expanded its services to include; demolitions, bulk excavations, water, utilities, 
drainage, ground works, and infrastructure works. Since the recession began in 2007, the 
company has increased its annual turnover from €2.6million to €3 million, and its number of 
employees from 17 to 27 direct staff.  
Response Strategies 
The firm adopted a total of 36 response strategies during the 2007 economic recession. This 
includes; 24 cost leadership strategies, 6 differentiation strategies, and 6 focus based 
strategies (see Table 3). 
Cost leadership 
Throughout the economic recession the firm has adopted a significant number of cost based 
strategies, mostly pertaining to HR/personnel and financial based strategies. Financially, the 
firm has had to dispose of some older plant in order to raise cash and has also re-financed 
some plant in order to help with cash-flow problems on certain projects. Overall, throughout 
the recession period, the company has increased its tangible assets by the addition of new 
plant and equipment. In relation to HR/personnel cost reducing strategies, the firm has 
reduced wages, bonuses, overtime, and staff perks (transport and fuel). Wages were reduced 
by approximately 25%, from around €18.22 per hour (depending on class of worker) to a flat 
rate of €13.77 per hour for everyone. Along with a reduction in wages, staff working hours 
on site have also increased, by approximately 2 to 3 hours per day. Due to stricter regulations 
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and increased client expectations with regard to health and safety, the firm has had to 
regularly up-skill and train its staff. The company has further reduced costs by examining its 
resources and making improvements on efficiency. For example, the firm implemented GPS 
technology on all its plant and machinery, with a view to improving fuel consumption and 
managing operations more efficiently. In order to meet working capital requirements, the 
company has improved its financial capabilities by implemented stricter cash collection 
procedures, stricter procurement procedures, and stricter financial management. 
Differentiation 
Since the start of the 2007 recession the firm has differentiated itself from its competitors by 
focusing on certain marketing strategies. Within the past year, the company has made some 
significant changes to its website, and has developed a new company brand image which it 
has put on all its transport, plant, and equipment. This has improved the firm’s corporate 
image and has improved its overall professionalism across its task environment. The 
company has further differentiated itself by increasing its services offered to clients, whereby 
instead of doing only one contract type, the firm can now do everything on site from 
demolition to bulk excavations, to ground works and drainage. Accordingly, this is their main 
competitive advantage over their main rivals. However, the change in services provided by 
the firm has been brought about mainly from the slimming down of the larger contractors. 
This has resulted in the firm taking on engineers for setting out works, designers for 
temporary works design, and a health and safety officer for supervision. Essentially, a lot 
more of the main works are being allocated into subcontractor’s packages, thereby reducing 
operational costs for the larger contractors. 
Focus 
During the recent economic recession the firm has focused a lot on marketing strategies and 
also a great deal on increasing its asset base, both tangible and intangible, in order to 
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undertake larger contracts. The past five years has seen a dramatic decrease in residential 
works which once accounted for the majority of its work. As a result, the company has had to 
forge relationships with new clients in new markets areas and has had to broaden 
relationships with existing clients. Accordingly, in the past two years the company has had to 
increase its management capabilities in order to enter new areas and win larger contracts. For 
that reason, the firm employed a full time Quantity Surveyor and two Engineers. The firm has 
also recently joint ventured with an M&E company on a waste water treatment project in 
order to increase its knowledge-base and get a foothold in the sector.  
Discussion 
Similarly to its use earlier in the review of literature, the theoretical model depicted in figure 
2 was also used as a guiding template in classifying the response strategies from the four pilot 
case studies (see Table 3). The application of the theoretical model was found to provide 
varying degrees of rigidity for mapping the response strategies. The use of Porter’s (1980, 
1985) generic strategy model and the strategic themes, were found to resonate quite well with 
the response strategies extracted from the case studies. However, it became apparent that 
some response strategies could feature within more than one generic strategy, for example, 
‘increasing the company’s asset base’, could be classed under, cost leadership, focus, or even 
cost-focus strategies. Also, certain internally based response strategies, such as ‘use resources 
more efficiently’ or ‘focus on core skills’, might not sit adequately within the model. As a 
result, the theoretical model could be broadened to incorporate other typologies or theories 
such as Miles and Snow (1978), the resource based view (RBV), the core competence based 
view (CBV), or the dynamic capabilities theory, for classification purposes. In total, 57 
response strategies taken to survive the 2007 economic recession were identified from the 
four pilot case studies and are classified in Table 3. 
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Cost Leadership 
The majority of the response strategies adopted by all companies were found to relate to cost 
leadership, which centre on cost reductions and cost minimisation. These findings are 
consistent with those which we reported previously (Tansey et al., 2013). The small Irish 
contractor adopted the most cost leadership strategies, followed by the medium sized Irish 
contractor, the large UK contractor, and the UK client/developer. This demonstrates to some 
degree, the significantly harsher economic climate encountered in Ireland during this time. 
Within this generic category, all of the case companies interviewed adopted the following 
response strategies:   
 implementing stricter financial management (Financial) 
 cutting bonuses (HR/Personnel)  
 employ staff on a project by project basis (HR/Personnel) 
 use resources more efficiently (Operational/PM) 
 increase the company’s asset base (Restructuring) 
Implementing stricter financial management was found to be critical to company survival 
during the recent 2007 recession and according to Kangari et al. (1992) inadequate 
knowledge of financial management is the main reason behind the high level of business 
failure in construction. This is consistent with other empirical studies identified in the 
literature review (Hillebrandt et al., 1995; Lim et al.,   2010). HR/personnel strategies of 
cutting bonuses, and employing staff on a project by project basis, proved to be an essential 
cost-cutting measure adopted during the 2007 economic recession, which according to Slatter 
(1992), helps to tackle a cash-flow crisis. This was also evident across other empirical studies 
(Hillebrandt et al., 1995; Lim et al., 2010; Low and Lim, 2000). The operational/project 
management strategy of using resources more efficiently, and the restructuring strategy of 
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increasing the company’s asset base, were both adopted across the four case companies. 
Similar activities were observed by Townsend (1983) during the 1980s recession in the UK 
where nearly all major corporations restructured their activities.      
Differentiation 
Differentiation strategies proved to be the second most commonly used type of generic 
strategy during the 2007 recession. The large UK contractor adopted the most differentiation 
strategies, followed by the UK client/developer, the medium sized Irish contractor, and the 
small Irish contractor. These findings concur with Cheah et al. (2007) who found that large 
companies have more resources and competencies to differentiate themselves from their 
competitors. Within this generic category, all of the case companies interviewed adopted the 
following response strategies: 
 improving relationships with stakeholders (Marketing) 
 improve/increase services/products offered (Technology/Innovation) 
 increased emphasis on health and safety (operational/project management) 
Improving relationships with stakeholders was found to be important for all the case 
companies during the recent economic recession. This is consistent with other empirical 
studies identified previously (Li and Ling, 2012; Lansley and Quince, 1981; Low and Lim, 
2000). In order to cultivate relationships in turbulent times, long-term commitment is needed 
(Li and Ling 2012), resulting in a contribution to establishing and maintaining trust (Tang, et 
al., 2006). The technology/innovation strategy of improving/increasing services/products 
offered, proved important for the case companies in differentiating themselves from their 
competitors. During recessions contractors are forced to explore every possible way of 
obtaining work in order to maintain their turnover. This is done by broadening the existing 
services and by offering new services or new ways of supplying services (Hillebrandt et al., 
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1995). This was also evident across other studies (Li and Ling, 2012; Hillebrandt et al., 1995; 
The Contractor, 1998; Tan et al., 2012). All case companies have increased their emphasis on 
health and safety, particularly with regard to up-skilling and training programmes. Ye et al. 
(2010) proposed that training programmes as a response strategy, serve to strengthen the 
capability of contractors in keeping aligned with the changing competition situation.   
Focus 
Focus strategies were found to be the least commonly used type of generic strategy during the 
2007 recession. The large UK contractor adopted the most focus strategies, followed by the 
medium sized Irish contractor, the small Irish contractor, and the UK client/developer. Within 
this generic category, all of the case companies interviewed adopted the following response 
strategies: 
 entry into new construction markets (Marketing) 
 increase market share in existing market (Marketing) 
 joint venture on contracts (Tendering/Contracts) 
During the recent economic recession all the case companies to some degree, have used their 
marketing capabilities to enter into new construction markets, while also building on their 
market share in existing markets. This is consistent with other empirical studies identified in 
the literature review (Wong and Logcher, 1986; Li and Ling, 2012; Hillebrandt et al., 1995; 
Tan et al.,   2012). Tan et al. (2012) demonstrated that good marketing capability enables 
contractors to explore new opportunities in the market. All the case companies asserted that 
an increase in market share in existing markets was attributable to reputation, and to 
improving or establishing relationships with clients. This coincides with the findings of 
Dikmen and BirgÖnŰl (2003) who found that competitive advantage in specific markets is 
mostly gained by long-term relations with the client. The tendering/contracts strategy of joint 
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venturing on contracts, was found to be important for all the case companies during the recent 
economic recession. This also concurred with the other empirical studies identified in the 
literature review (Li and Ling, 2012; Hillebrandt et al., 1995; Lim et al., 2010; The 
Contractor, 1998). 
Strategy Choice 
In response to environmental threats and opportunities, firms can adopt alternative strategic 
choices. Accordingly, strategic groups are formed, whereby firms in an industry follow the 
same or similar strategy along a set of strategic dimensions (Porter, 1980). In this study, some 
of the reasons for variations in strategy choice could be attributable to company size. For the 
smaller firm, the vast majority of strategies adopted relate to cost leadership.  This strategic 
behaviour would suggest that small contractors find it harder to grow, with their main 
objective being to reduce HR/personnel costs and to implement financial changes in order to 
survive. The small firm has had to concentrate its efforts on a smaller group of clients, by 
lowering their tender prices to secure work and by providing a good service through personal 
relations. Similar to the small firm, the medium sized firm adopted mostly cost leadership 
strategies. Their main objective was also to reduce human resources/personnel costs, but due 
to their ‘path dependency’ (cf. Teece et al., 1997) of accumulating very little debt, they didn’t 
have to implement as many financial changes in order to survive. Utilising its financial 
capability and assets, which resonates with the RBV (cf. Barney, 1991), the medium sized 
firm increased its tangible asset base and diversified into new market sectors. The larger firm, 
who has a more distinctive reputation and recognised historical settings, adopted cost 
initiatives in a less aggressive manner in order to maintain stability. But due to their ‘path 
dependency’ of previous capital intensive developments and projects, the firm had to employ 
substantial financial changes. The Large firm competes mainly using its key resources of 
reputation, experience, knowledge and image in order to differentiate themselves from others 
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and in seeking potential opportunities. Porter’s (1980) notion of competitive positioning was 
conceived by the company through a formulated business plan and was construed through the 
use of strategic tools and techniques. Like the large firm, the client/developer also put a lot of 
emphasis on cost reducing strategies in order to maintain stability. Due to the capital 
intensive nature of their business, financial restructuring and joint venturing were key to the 
survival and growth of the firm. The client/developer used its ‘reputational assets’ (cf. Teece 
et al., 1997), and financial innovativeness (cf. Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Hoskisson et al., 
1999) along with strategic tools and techniques to competitively position itself within the 
retirement village residential sector. 
Of particular significance across the case companies was their use of firm resource 
endowments (cf. Barney, 1991) in creating competitive advantage. Due to resource 
constraints, the small and medium sized firms tended to adopt more functional or operational 
based strategies. On the contrary, the larger company and influential client/developer, tended 
to have more resources and competencies, thereby adopting more business and corporate type 
strategies. Furthermore, a lot of the strategic resources highlighted in the case studies could 
be regarded as homogenous and highly mobile and are therefore imitable and not rare. 
However, it was only really across the larger company and the client/developer that 
heterogeneous resources were present and embedded in a socially complex system, which 
according to Barney (1991) is likely to be imperfectly imitable and thus a source of sustained 
competitive advantage. The emphasis placed on marketing capabilities, through ‘reputation’ 
and ‘relationships’ was also found to be of significant importance across all the case 
companies. Porter (1980) concurs that the positive reputation of firms among customers is a 
source of competitive advantage. Both ‘reputation’ and ‘relationships’, could be labelled as 
‘relational assets’ under the dynamic capabilities theory, while under the RBV and CBV, this 
form of differentiation strategy could be  classed as a source of competitive advantage given 
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that the development of a positive reputation and relationship usually depends on difficult to 
replicate historical settings and socially complex relations. 
Strategic choice relative to Porter’s (1980) generic typology revolves around the strategic 
decision of adopting singular generic strategies (pure strategy) or adopting a combination of 
generic strategies (hybrid strategy). The hybrid approach was clearly evident, with all the 
case companies adopting different combinations of the three generic strategies. These 
findings contradict Porter’s (1980, 1985) original proposition that the firm must make a 
choice between one of the generic strategies and thus avoid being “stuck in the middle”. Kale 
and Arditi (2002) also found empirical support for the hybrid approach in the construction 
industry. 
 
Conclusion 
Despite the array of empirical research and extensive literature on Porter’s (1980, 1985) 
generic strategies in the field of strategic management, there has been a serious lack of 
comprehensive reviews of Porter’s typology in the construction industry. Moreover, little 
empirical research has identified the strategic practices associated with each of Porter’s 
(1980) generic strategies. The aim of the research was thus to bridge this research gap by: 
investigating the response strategies adopted by Irish and UK construction companies during 
the 2007 economic recession; classify the response strategies according to Porter’s (1980) 
generic strategies of cost leadership, differentiation, and focus; explore whether firms adopt a 
single generic strategy, or a combination of generic strategies during times of recession; and 
investigate what caused certain response strategies to emerge. 
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First, research findings reveal that the theoretical model resonates quite well with the 
response strategies extracted from the case studies and provides a rigid tool for mapping 
‘response strategies’. The results further indicate the usefulness of Porter’s (1980, 1985) 
typology in depicting the strategic orientation and behaviour of construction firms in 
recessions. For companies adopting response strategies during recessionary times, this 
research has uncovered a core list of response strategies which help better define each generic 
strategy. The associated taxonomy can thus be used as a measurement tool for both 
academics and practitioners to measure Porter’s (1980, 1985) cost, differentiation, and focus 
strategies during times of economic turbulence. Second, research findings show that the 
majority of response strategies adopted during the 2007 economic recession relate to the 
generic strategy of cost leadership, particularly financial and HR/personnel related strategies. 
This would suggest that cost control initiatives are one of the most important attributes in 
companies’ responses to the 2007 recession, particularly for smaller companies. However, the 
results from the critical review show that the majority of construction companies adopt 
differentiation strategies in order to survive an economic recession. This difference would 
suggest that the severity of the recent recession was far greater than that of previous 
recessions over the past few decades. Fundamentally, the 2007 global economic recession 
was the worst recession since the great depression of the 1930s. Third, research results show 
that differentiation strategies were the second most commonly used type of generic strategy 
during the 2007 recession, followed by focus strategies. Of the four case companies, the large 
contractor was found to adopt the most differentiation strategies, mainly due to the fact that 
they have more resources and competencies to differentiate themselves from their 
competitors. Reputation and relationships with key stakeholders were found to be the main 
forms of differentiation used by the case companies, with entry into new construction markets 
being the most popular focus based response strategy. Fourth, along with Porter’s (1980, 
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1985) generic strategy typology, research results show support for other strategic 
management theories in explaining how certain strategic actions emerge. Theories such as the 
RBV (e.g reputation, assets, capabilities, resource endowments), CBV (e.g reputation, 
relationships), and the dynamic capabilities theory (e.g path dependency, relational assets) 
were present to varying degrees across the cases. Fifth, both the critical review and case study 
results serve to demonstrate that cost leadership strategies can be adopted in conjunction with 
differentiation strategies and focus strategies, thereby, indicating that a combination of 
generic strategies may be the best way of surviving economic recessions. Furthermore, this 
would indicate that Porter’s (1980) notion of choosing only one generic strategy, and 
avoiding being “stuck in the middle”, is not really applicable in this turbulent and dynamic 
environment. 
As with any exploratory research, a number of limitations are evident. Firstly, within the 
limits that are possible with a pilot study, it is acknowledged that the conclusions must be 
regarded as tentative, however it is felt that the taxonomic framework developed will enable 
further examination of the problem. Secondly, the research involved a relatively small 
number of cases. However, Eisenhardt (1988) proposed that four to ten cases are the correct 
measure and should be adequate for analytic generalisation. Thirdly, the findings presented 
here are limited due to the ongoing changes occurring at industry level and at the larger 
economic level of both countries. Therefore, it is recommended that future research could 
explore and map the changes of companies over a longer period of time. Finally, it is 
acknowledged that Porter’s model has some limitations. Some response strategies could 
feature within more than one generic strategy, while certain internally based response 
strategies might not sit adequately within the model. As a result, the developed taxonomy and 
theoretical model could be extended to incorporate other typologies or theories for 
classification purposes. 
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The research provides a platform for academic researchers in their future studies in this field 
where more interesting and important research questions have been uncovered. To begin 
with, response strategies may not be the only explanation for survival among the firms 
studied here. Subsequent research could investigate the possibility that some firms survived 
because others failed and thus made space for them. Additionally, researchers could examine 
the relative importance of response strategies during economic recessions and their associated 
effect on company performance. Overall, the study contributes to knowledge and practice in 
the strategic construction management field by proposing a comprehensive taxonomy of 
response strategies that construction companies can use to survive economic turbulence. The 
understanding of response strategies in the construction industry can assist construction 
contractors in developing effective strategies and thus reducing business failures during 
recessionary periods. 
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Table 1: Whittington’s (2001) four schools of strategy 
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Key authors 
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Figure 1: Porter’s (1980, 1985) three generic strategies model 
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Figure 2: Theoretical Model 
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Table 2: Taxonomy of response strategies adopted as a result of economic recessions 
Strategies US C UK1 UK2 S1 S2 S3 H 
Cost Leadership         
Financial:         
Implement stricter financial management    X X    
Renegotiating loan arrangements    X X    
Setting aside cash reserves  X   X    
HR/Personnel:         
Up-skill/retrain staff  X X    X X 
Freezing/cutting salaries of employees    X X X   
Laying off employees    X X    
Freezing/cutting bonuses    X X X   
Employ staff on a project by project basis    X  X   
Freezing staff recruitment    X X    
Operational/Project Management:         
Cutting operational/administrative costs  X  X     
Revert to simple efficiency planning   X X     
Procurement:         
Cuttings supplier costs/Direct sourcing  X    X   
Tendering/Contracts:         
Lowering project tendering prices    X   X  
Differentiation:         
Differentiation:         
Increase/improve marketing & advertising X X X X  X X  
Improving relationships with stakeholders  X X   X   
Technology/Innovation:         
Investing in R&D/new technologies X X   X  X X 
Improve/increase services/products offered  X  X   X X 
Innovative project financing methods    X    X 
Innovative project management methods    X   X X 
Operational/Project Management:         
Speed up project delivery  X    X  X 
Ensure high quality of inputs  X      X 
Provide high quality outputs  X      X 
Restructuring:        
Changing/adapting organisational structure  X  X     
Focus:         
Marketing:         
Entry into new construction markets X X  X    X 
Venturing into overseas markets    X X  X  
Diversify into other construction businesses X    X  X X 
Entry into more specific regions, nationally  X      X 
Service only a specific group of clients  X      X 
Operational/Project Management         
Focus on core skills/capabilities   X X X X X  
Tendering/Contracts:         
Joint venture on contracts  X  X X  X  
Undertake smaller contracts    X X    
Notes: US = United States studies by Wong & Logcher (1986). C = a Chinese study by Li and Ling (2012). UK1 & UK2 = 
United Kingdom studies by Lansley and Quince (1981) and Hillebrandt et al. (1995). S1, S2, & S3 = Singapore studies by 
Lim et al. (2010), Low and Lim (2000), and The Contractor (1998). H = a Hong Kong study by Tan et al. (2012). 
51 
 
Table 3: Response strategies adopted during the 2007-2012 recession 
Strategies UK1 UK2 IRE1 IRE2 
Cost Leadership     
Financial:     
Implement stricter financial management X X X X 
Renegotiating loan arrangements X X  X 
New Financing arrangements with clients N/A X  X 
Acquire overdraft facilities X X  X 
Disposal of assets for cash X   X 
Improving cash collection procedures  X  X 
HR/Personnel:     
Up-skill/retrain staff  X X X 
Freezing salaries of employees X X   
Cutting salaries of employees   X X 
Cutting bonuses X X X X 
Cutting overtime  X X X 
Employ staff on a project by project basis X X X X 
Reduce staff perks   X X 
Train staff for ways to reduce costs X X X 
Increase staff working hours X  X X 
Employ cost claim consultants  X X  
Technology/Innovation:     
Reduce R&D budget   X  
Operational/Project Management:     
Use resources more efficiently X X X X 
Increase in the use of subcontractors X  X  
Increase direct employed labour force  X X X 
Procurement:     
Cutting supplier costs/Direct sourcing N/A X X X 
Adopt Just-In-Time purchasing N/A X X X 
Stricter procurement procedures X   X 
Reduce stockholding  X   
Restructuring:     
Close regional offices  X   
Increase the company's asset base X X X X 
Reconfiguring company assets X    
Change in top management   X X 
Tendering/Contracts:     
Lowering project tendering prices N/A  X X 
Increase revenue through project claims N/A  X X 
Competitive bidding for subcontract works N/A X X X 
Front load tenders N/A  X X 
Strategies UK1 UK2 IRE1 IRE2 
Differentiation:     
Marketing:     
Increase in advertising X  X X 
Improve relationships with stakeholders X X X X 
Improve public relations N/A X X  
Change company brand image  X X X 
Forming partnerships X    
Use of strategic tools & techniques X X   
Financial:     
Increase in offering of financial packages X  X  
HR/Personnel:     
Improve sharing of company information with staff  X   
Employ an innovation manager  X   
Technology/Innovation:     
Investing in innovation -R&D/new technologies  X   
Improve/increase services/products offered X X X X 
Innovative project management methods  X   
Innovative project financing methods X  X  
Operational/Project Management:     
Speed up project delivery X  X X 
Increased emphasis on H&S X X X X 
Restructuring:     
Implement new business model/plan X X   
Focus:     
Marketing:     
Entry into new construction markets X X X X 
Increase market share in existing market X X X X 
Target less vulnerable clients N/A X X X 
Increase association with trade bodies  X  X 
Restructuring:     
Growth through merger/acquisitions X    
Tendering/Contracts:     
Joint venture on contracts X X X X 
Undertake smaller contracts N/A  X  
Undertake larger contracts  N/A X X X 
Target long-term frameworks N/A X   
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